
Conservatorship (Guardianship in Other
States) vs. Supported Decision-Making

May create an unequal power dynamic
between the conservator/guardian and
the adult.

Focused on protection, sometimes at the
cost of autonomy.

Conservatorship
(Guardianship in Other States)

A court process that transfers some or most
decision-making rights from the adult with a
disability to another person (the
conservator/guardian).

Court decides the scope of control—may
include finances, healthcare, education,
living arrangements, and more.

Can significantly limit the adult’s
independence and legal rights.

Often difficult and expensive to change

once in place.

Supported Decision-Making
(SDM)

A voluntary agreement where an adult
with a disability chooses trusted
supporters to help them make decisions
while keeping their legal rights.

The adult decides what areas they want
support in—health, money, education, work,
or daily life.

Preserves the adult’s independence and
right to make their own choices.

Flexible and adaptable over time—can be
updated as the person’s needs or supports
change.

Encourages collaboration, trust, and
self-advocacy—supporters guide, not
control.

Focused on empowerment, inclusion, and
honoring the adult’s voice.

Key Takeaway: Conservatorship (guardianship in other states) may be necessary in some
cases, but it removes rights.

Supported Decision-Making is a growing alternative that empowers adults with
disabilities to stay at the center of their own lives, with the support they need to succeed.


